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Abstract  
In the late 1880s a pre-fabricated Japanese house was shipped from Kobe, 
Japan, to Brisbane, Australia, and erected in the up-market suburb of New 
Farm by Japanese tradesmen. This paper is developed from a broader project 
researching the life of G W Paul, the man who had the house built and 
subsequently lived in it for the remainder of his life. Paul’s motivation in 
importing the house represented a unique, but unfulfilled effort to develop a 
future, hybrid culture for Queensland. This effort took the form of a commercial 
venture to construct Japanese houses as desirable and climatically suitable 
dwellings. Against the backdrop of this ambition, this paper presents new 
research to elucidate and extend previous knowledge, assesses the reception 
of the house by its nineteenth century Brisbane audience, and considers 
possible reasons for the limited response which signalled the cancellation of 
the commercial venture.  
 
Introduction 
In 1887 a ship, carrying a test case for an alternative, unembellished model of sub-tropical 
living arrived in Brisbane. The ship’s cargo included custom-made materials for an entire 
Japanese house, which was ordered by Queensland District Court Judge George W Paul. 
Having spent time in Japan, Paul was curious to see whether such an integrated house 
could provide a solution to the problem of living comfortably in Brisbane’s climate, with the 
aim of importing such houses as a business venture. Though the completed house was 
acknowledged to be skillfully crafted and was marketed as aesthetically, climatically and 
economically desirable, it failed to find a buyer. Paul then made it his home. 
 
Background and previous research 
Previous research on the Japanese house, particularly that undertaken by W H Carr and 
Damien Dewar is elucidated in this paper in the light of new research largely from 
nineteenth century Australian and Japanese sources.  Carr’s 1964 magazine article was 
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based on his observations while dismantling the house and some earlier sources1; 
Dewar’s thesis investigates the history and later re-location of the house, and puts 
forward reasons for its apparent lack of influence on local architectural practices.2  
 
D C S Sissons did extensive research on early Japanese-Australian relations, beginning 
in the 1950s. He refers to Colonel Olcott’s diary: “we learn that Judge Paul ... was so 
enthusiastic about Japanese architecture that he had imported Japanese materials and 
Japanese carpenters and built himself a Japanese house”3. My research on the life of G 
W Paul has clarified aspects of his engagement with the Japanese house but is not 
detailed within the scope of this paper.  
 
Bringing the house to Brisbane 
For a Japanese house, it wasn’t architecturally innovative; in many respects, this was an 
example of the shoin-zukuri house type that had been built in Japan since the 
seventeenth century. Rather it was Paul’s idea to transplant an example of Japanese 
architecture into Brisbane’s environment; this is what made it an unusual proposition. 
Through this act, Paul declared that he envisaged Queensland developing as a hybrid 
culture open to testing new ideas, rather than an inconveniently far-flung British outpost 
where Anglo-Saxon ways of living would be maintained irrespective of climate and 
location.  
 
Judge Paul had spent five weeks during the previous northern summer (23 July–30 
August 1886) in Kobe recuperating from an illness while staying in an old house.4  He was 
impressed by “the cool airiness of it”5 and thus its suitability for a hot and humid climate. 
Before he left Japan, he arranged for a new house to be fabricated on the same plan as 
the one he had stayed in, albeit with some modification, and to have it flat-packed, and 
sent by ship to Brisbane.6  
 
The building contractor was Japanese (Mr Kanō),7 and an Englishman (Mr Wilkinson) 
living in Kobe acted as project manager.8 Dewar cites a newspaper reporting: “An 
Englishman hired five carpenters in Kobe and has gone with them to Brisbane where he 
intends building some Japanese houses.”9 Carpenters and plasterers were hired from the 
village of Mikage, east of Kobe.10 In the vicinity of Mikage the Kanō family owned a sake 
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factory, and the factory compound was possibly also the site of the old house where Paul 
had stayed.11    
 
The new house took a number of months to fabricate before it was ready to be packed for 
shipping. The work involved included artists carving fretwork ventilators and painting 
fusuma12, as well as the builders test-assembling the structure. In terms of the house’s 
quality and longevity, Mr Kanō “guaranteed that it should last a hundred years”.13 The 
largely pre-fabricated house along with the Japanese builders and Wilkinson left Kobe in 
March 188714 and arrived in Brisbane via Hong Kong, in April.15 The house, later named 
Yeddo, was to be constructed on a site that sloped gently both north to south and west to 
east at the corner of Langshaw Street and Bowen Terrace amongst affluent homes in the  
suburb of New Farm. While the craftsmen would not have been familiar with the 
landscape or environment before they arrived, they would have brought along all their 
required, specialized tools.  
 
At the end of Langshaw Street a jetty, lime works and a planing mill belonging to building 
suppliers Campbell & Sons was located.16 The building components may have been 
landed there directly from the steamer or via steam ferry punt from the Burns, Philp & Co. 
wharves in South Brisbane; Campbell & Sons would have been handy for any other 
materials the builders needed. According to Carr, the plaster and mortar were not 
imported, but were mixed to Japanese specifications.17 The plastering process was 
described in The Boomerang: “The first coat consists of tow [flax or hemp] beaten into a 
pulp, the finishing coat of paper similarly treated, both coats being mixed with a kind of 
glue formed of seaweed.”18 
 
On arrival, the builders “at once commenced to put the building together”19. As it had been 
agreed that Paul’s only obligation to them during their stay was to provide them with food, 
their first task must have been to erect their own shelter on site. The house in fact 
comprised three or four individual buildings: the main building came with a separate 
bathhouse and a detached kitchen with sleeping quarters for servants. It is likely that 
these smaller buildings were erected first as living space for the builders during 
construction.20  
 
Changes to Japanese design 
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There is a discrepancy over exactly what changes to Japanese design Paul required. It is 
clear that modifications consisted of adjustments to the height of the ceilings and 
doorways to accommodate a generally taller European build. Paul likely expressed a 
preference for more robust flooring than tatami, in line with the usual practice in Australia 
of wearing shoes indoors.21  Carr reports that the one-and-a-half-inch thick pine flooring 
was not countersunk sufficiently enough for tatami, and “appears to have been re-used 
from the packing cases in which the other materials arrived”.22 Yet, far from being roughly 
made, the edges of the fifteen-inch-wide floor boards were praised in an 1887 Brisbane 
Courier article as “carefully beveled, and they are fitted as neatly as if their appearance 
was of the greatest importance to the building generally”.23 Another 1887 article, 
appearing in The Telegraph claimed: “The floor is the supreme part of the house as a 
dwelling.”24  
 
The same article also mentions a modification that no other publications refer to, and it 
provides a plausible economic reason for the apparent departure from Japanese practice:  
 
The main building is a square structure and is raised on piles and in that 
particular only has any similarity to or connection with colonial architecture or 
dwellings. ... It was proposed to import the stone from Japan for that purpose, 
but the freight was too great for the very questionable advantage to be 
gained.25 
 
The article also pointed out that the timber front steps were an addition necessitated by 
abandoning the stone foundation, and noted “there is no difficulty in recognizing the 
coarser workmanship employed in this staircase as colonial, and so very different from 
the beautiful timber and finished smoothness and polish of the Japanese structure”.26 It 
added that the internal floors were covered with matting, but the beautifully worked floor 
boards could be seen on the verandas.27    
 
In his thesis, Dewar concludes that one of the internal three-foot-wide (909mm) corridors 
in Yeddo was a likely modification.28 On the other hand, Carr claims that both of the 
corridors were a modification because they do not occur in the Tokyo modular system.29  
Yet, according to Heino Engel, there were many instances in which modular Japanese 
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building systems were not strictly adhered to for reasons of functionality. Engel says the 
role of a Japanese carpenter was as a  
 
… builder-architect [who] followed this compromising nature of modular 
design, if not consciously, then instinctively. Though he based his plan 
essentially upon the ken grid, his unique mastership of both design technique 
and building construction qualified him to know precisely in which cases he 
had to deviate from the modular grid.30  
 
In Carr’s architectural drawings, prepared as Yeddo was due to be demolished, the house 
appears to hover above the ground, skimming the earth at the north-western corner. At 
some point after construction, Carr notes, the house had been re-stumped with brick piers 
and the original timbers shortened to give the effect of being built on a platform. Carr calls 
this platform method “a grave drawback in Queensland frame construction.”31 Dewar, 
however, suggests that masonry piles may have been used in the original construction,32 
and The Telegraph article cited above would seem to confirm this, although it doesn’t 
specify that the piles used were of masonry.   
 
A question to ask here is whether modifications compromised the climatic functionality of 
the house. Although changes may have qualified the concept of the house as an 
authentic Japanese one, the answer is that crucial climatic devices, such as movable 
screens for walls and fretwork ventilators between rooms, remained unchanged so there 
would have been little or no difference in the climatic efficacy.  
 
Carr’s drawings show a single-storey structure facing due east and topped with heavy 
shadow-coloured tiles. The pavilion-like structure—which could be almost completely 
open when sliding timber storm shutters (amado) were stowed away—allowed the inner 
air-flow, cross breezes, and flexibility to open up or close off an area of the house in a 
similar way to that Paul had experienced during Kobe’s summer. Apart from plastered 
screens around the bathroom, kitchen, and tokonama, all of the walls consisted of sliding 
partitions of one sort or another.33  
 
Judge Paul’s motivations and local responses to Yeddo  
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By late 1887, Yeddo was completed and substantial press coverage quickly followed. A 
local weekly paper, The Boomerang, picked up on its implications for local housing 
design: “little has been done towards making the Queenslander’s home suitable for 
Queensland requirements ... A study of this house, so perfect in its way, should help to 
solve the problem of semi-tropical architecture.”34  
 
Although Paul lived in Yeddo from February 1888 until his death more than twenty years 
later, its importation was not motivated purely by his personal taste in houses. While 
some reports indicate that Paul originally intended the house to be his Brisbane 
residence,35 it is clear that he brought the house to Brisbane with a business opportunity 
in mind. Not only was the house put up for auction almost immediately after its 
completion, following a great deal of sale-oriented publicity, but it wasn’t until after the 
house failed to sell that Paul actually purchased the land it was built on.36 Yeddo was the 
first and only house he owned and this may have been a scenario that was second 
choice. He was described as being “essentially a club man, and domesticity with him was 
an acquired rather than a natural taste”.37  
 
As confirmation of the commercial intention, a Japanese paper reported in November 
1887 that a complete house had been ordered and sent to Australia and that Mr Kanō 
was planning to send similar houses if the first one proved popular in its destination.38 
This news item may have coincided with the return of the builders to Japan.39  
 
In early January 1888, the Brisbane Courier listed the house for sale by auction. The 
advertisement labeled rooms according to Western expectations of a house and its 
functions:  
 
The main building, which is 60ft by 48 ft consists of 2 Drawing Rooms, 1 
dining room, 5 Bedrooms, Storeroom and Pantry, with 6ft veranda all round, 
Hall 7ft wide. The Outhouses, which, though detached from the Main building, 
are connected by Veranda, and consist of 2 Servants’ rooms, Kitchen etc.40  
 
The Telegraph’s list of rooms in the main building included a bathroom and water-closets, 
which were termed as “being European conveniences”.41 
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It is particularly instructive that the auction’s sales pitch highlighted the building’s strength 
and its climatic suitability: 
 
It is specially strong—houses of similar material and design last in Japan for 
hundreds of years—and it is pronounced by Brisbane Architects as highly 
substantial and eminently adapted for our local climate.  
The attention paid to the Ventilation of this Building ... renders it beautifully 
Cool in Summer; whilst the outside Veranda shutters can be so regulated and 
adjusted as to preclude all possibility of the fiercest Westerly winds interfering 
with the comfort of the resident in the winter season.42  
 
The auction notice next drew attention to the interior decoration, referring to the 
advantages of the tout ensemble of Japanese architecture: 
 
Another matter worthy of special mention is the artistic finish and design, 
which dispenses with the necessity of having numerous articles of expensive 
furniture, as in many residences, which are used more for the purpose of 
embellishment than actual utility. This is supplied in the building itself here, 
and it is scarcely necessary to state that it will be the means of effecting a 
large saving.43 
 
The advertisement underscored the utilitarian and economic benefits of an integrated 
space. Despite these efforts, the house failed to sell. The lack of buyer interest in Yeddo 
related to a number of factors.  
 
Exposing differences – Japanese Architecture in Western society 
For security, the old house in Japan would have been surrounded by a high wall with a 
manned gatehouse. By contrast, the new house in New Farm had low ornamental 
fencing. A major doubt expressed prior to the auction had referred both to the security of 
walls with paper screens and to the robustness of the house for “a matter-of-fact 
Australian ... [with] refractory colonial children”.44 Perhaps Paul had misjudged the 
significance placed on security and sturdiness in Brisbane housing.   
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The durability of Japanese houses if exposed to Western daily living was a common 
concern. For example, American Edward Morse, whose fascination with pre-Meiji 
Japanese ways of living led to his 1886 book Japanese Homes and Their Surroundings, 
wrote, “It would be obviously absurd to suggest as a model for our own [American] 
houses such a structure as a Japanese house.”45 The main detriment, he said, was that 
Americans were less civilized towards their homes: “its fragile and delicate fittings if 
adopted by us, would be reduced to a mass of kindlings in a week, by the rude knocks it 
would receive”.46 This fragility bothered Rudyard Kipling too: when visiting Japan in 1889 
the delicacy of buildings revealed to him the boorishness of Westerners and Western 
culture, and he didn’t like feeling inferior.47 And writing in the 1960s, Robin Boyd referred 
to traditional Japanese architecture as, among other things, “light, subtle and feminine”.48 
In 1880s Brisbane, it must have been a miscalculation to expect such a house not to 
appear vulnerable to damage.   
 
In May 1886, a not entirely positive review of Morse’s book had appeared in The Argus 
(Melbourne). By that time, Paul had already embarked on his voyage to Japan. Reading 
the review may not have changed his subsequent actions in importing the house, but both 
the review and Morse’s book could have indirectly influenced the outcome of his business 
venture. The timing of the review is interesting. That same month a Japanese Village 
Exhibition, which was to arrive in Brisbane from Melbourne a year later, had already been 
in Sydney for a month, and the proprietor was scouting out locations for its Melbourne 
showing.49 A similar exhibition had opened in London the previous year,50 and Australia, 
like the rest of the Western world, had already gone a little ‘Japan-mad,’ such was the 
fascination of the time for Japanese culture. The reviewer of Morse’s book may have 
found the craze for all-things Japanese tedious because he warns of its danger, though 
not in the form of potential damage to a Japanese house:  
 
Mr. E. S. Morse’s beautifully illustrated work ... is an evidence of that deep 
interest in the arts of Japan which has now extended even to the United 
States ... The Japanese, it is certain, have attained to great proficiency even 
in the art of building houses, and however we may contemn their architecture 
as fantastic and unstable, there can be no doubt that it is well suited to their 
country and their habits, and perhaps is capable of teaching something even 
to European builders ... and though we cannot allow, with Mr. Morse, that they 
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“show infinitely greater refinement in their methods of house adornment than 
we do,” there is no doubt that their tastes are more purely artistic.  There is 
some danger, however, that this “Japanese craze” may be carried too far, and 
that Europeans may make themselves ridiculous in their imitations of 
Japanese art as the Japanese have done in their imitations of European 
institutions and customs.51 
 
Examples of Japanese architecture were introduced to Western audiences through the 
International Expositions in the second half of the nineteenth century. In Europe, visitors 
found the Japanese tea-house at the 1867 Paris Exposition Universelle eye-opening, but, 
according to one source, Japanese-influenced architecture appeared rarely as an 
exterior—except in the garden—because the openness of Oriental buildings was 
considered unsuitable for the climate.52 Derivations in the form of Japonisme were 
accordingly popular as interiors.  
 
In the United States, positive reactions to the Japanese pavilions at the 1876 Philadelphia 
Centennial Exhibition and the 1893 World Fair in Chicago led to select versions of 
Japanese architectural practices being incorporated into Western architecture. It was the 
result of visiting the Philadelphia exhibition that Morse travelled to Japan and his work 
recording the details of Japanese houses began.53  
 
In fact, according to Christopher Benfey, Morse’s book:  
 
… became a pattern book for American builders of Victorian houses during 
the late 1880s and the 1890s. All across New England, thanks to him, one 
finds vestiges of Japanese practices in rooflines and sheds, balconies and 
alcoves, and in a willingness to leave empty spaces for the imagination to 
dwell in.54  
 
And when a young Japanese merchant named Bunkio Matsuki and his American wife 
built a house in Salem, Massachusetts, it was not a Japanese house, but an American 
house with Japanese influences.55   
 
Japanese Culture in Brisbane 
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There is no doubt that climate suitability was not the sole aspect that attracted Paul to this 
house; like Morse, he was impressed by the ingenuity and beauty of Japanese homes 
and their accoutrements.56 Some of the collection of porcelain, bronzes, and lacquer-ware 
that he brought from Japan are depicted in G H M Addison’s evocative drawings of 
Yeddo’s interior,57 but it is the house’s surprisingly subtle interior finish that impressed the 
writer from The Boomerang: “an apartment whose general tone is the perfection of 
delicacy and repose. ... the hall, decorated with silver-grey paper powdered with a silver 
leaf, and making a contrast to the buff colouring of the plaster...”.58  
 
Emulating the old house in Japan, Yeddo coincided neither with perceived Western taste 
nor contemporary Japanese preferences. Interior finishes corresponded to pre-Meiji taste 
and style that many Japanese considered outmoded in the 1880s, and thus Yeddo 
presented an alternative to most of the Japanese art pieces seen in museums and curio 
shops, and so avidly collected by Westerners. But what kinds of Japanese goods and 
information were available in Brisbane at the time? Was Yeddo the first and only 
Japanese building in Brisbane? Items such as fans, screens and kimono had been 
available for some time,59 and those few who travelled to Japan, such as Queensland 
scientist Rev Tenison-Woods, often communicated their experiences in newspaper 
articles and lectures.  
 
Around the time Yeddo was built, the number and size of sales and events associated 
with Japan were at an all time high in Brisbane. In February 1887, there was a sale of 
goods from Hiogo (Kobe).60 Then in April of the same year, the aforementioned Japanese 
Village exhibition arrived from Melbourne. It was complete with “real and beautiful 
Japanese houses” and artisans at work on cloisonné, woodcarving, embroidery, fan-
making, and painting, with an acrobatic troupe giving performances.61 The “real and 
beautiful” houses were likely small demountable structures in which artisans gave 
demonstrations, but also where they probably lived throughout the exhibition.62 Tom 
Finney (of Finney, Isles & Co) began making buying trips to Japan in 1888.63 
 
Judge Paul’s legacy 
When Paul died in 1909, Yeddo and its contents—including his collection of Japanese 
objects—were sold.64 From the list of furniture for sale, it is clear that most if not all of the 
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rooms were furnished Western style during Paul’s residence.65 Yeddo was bought by 
building contractor John Cockburn, presumably in recognition of its skillful construction.   
 
The house passed out of private hands in late 1947, and functioned as offices for the 
Queensland Country Women’s Association State Headquarters until 1960.66 Security 
concerns resurfaced, and Mr Peter Petersen moved in as caretaker.67 Repairs were 
undertaken, including exterior painting.68 Writing almost eighty years after Yeddo was first 
built, Carr noted that the only signs of deterioration in 1962 were patches of dry rot under 
exterior paintwork.69 He also observed that in relation to its tropical relocation, Yeddo was 
well suited: “I believe the house is still the best, climatically, for miles around.”70  
 
The fact that the house didn’t sell at auction in 1888 is one issue; a separate issue again 
is its apparent lack of influence on local architects.71 There are parallels however. 
Considering that ideas originally associated with Japanese architecture are widespread 
and often regularly and effectively incorporated in contemporary Brisbane sub-tropical 
architecture, it seems extraordinary that Yeddo’s presence had little impact upon the 
process of developing sub-tropical housing more directly in the formative years of its 
development.  
 
Dewar notes that, although Yeddo was built only ten years after the Philadelphia 
Centennial Exposition and six years before the more influential Japanese building at the 
Chicago World Fair, “Australian architects were amazingly unexcited by this new arrival.”72 
Instead, he suggests that Yeddo was “simply not the revolutionary opportunity for 
Australian architecture”73 because it was so similar to Queensland houses. Any such 
similarity may not, however, have been so obvious at the time. For example, The 
Telegraph review of the house reported that Yeddo’s “only similarity to or connection with 
colonial architecture or dwellings”74 was that it was raised on piles.  
 
Conclusion: Defining Yeddo  
Yeddo was skillfully crafted and aesthetically pleasing, and has continued to be 
climatically suitable and durable, so what explanation might there be for not finding a 
buyer amongst its nineteenth century audience? One possible issue is that of cost: the 
overall cost of the house is not known, but Paul was obviously aware of the necessity of 
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being economical. Or were fears about the risk of appearing ridiculous in emulating 
Japanese culture, and concerns about security and robustness, over-riding?  
 
It may have been that the key elements Queensland clients expected of a home were 
missing in Yeddo.  Discussing Japanese houses in relation to American homes, Morse 
pointed out that the differences were so great it was difficult to consider the Japanese 
structures as homes. So many defining features were missing or unfamiliar:  the 
unpainted exterior suggested poverty; there were no familiar types of doors or windows; 
no attics, cellars, chimneys, fireplaces, mantles; nor any permanently enclosed rooms; 
and virtually no furniture.75   
 
Clearly, Yeddo’s qualities excited Judge Paul. But we are told that domesticity didn’t come 
naturally to him, so it is perhaps not surprising that for many people this example of the 
desire to participate in more climatically adapted homes had its limits. It certainly didn’t 
extend to a willingness to live in ways that were wholly foreign to them in both style and 
social arrangement. For example, a careful reading of The Boomerang article confirms 
that praise for Yeddo was qualified by the observation that it was admirable “in its way”76; 
that is, for Japanese not Australians.   
 
In the 1880s, neither the flexibility of open plan living, nor rooms specially designed as 
multi-purpose were considered culturally relevant or important in the West.77 While the 
auction advertisement for Yeddo described its spaces according to sole-purpose 
designations familiar to Western homes, the moveable walls and other unfamiliar aspects 
of the house may have been just too indeterminate for people to know how to live in such 
a design.  
 
At the same time, in Europe and America there were instances where certain Japanese 
architectural ideas and forms of decoration were incorporated into local domestic building 
practices. Yet in these instances, Japanese methods were interpreted and Westernised 
during the incorporation process. In comparison, Yeddo was too direct a transplantation 
and had more in common with the reproduction buildings built by Japanese for display in 
International Expositions.78 While Yeddo was regarded by its nineteenth-century Brisbane 
audience with keen interest as an authentic Japanese house, it must have been seen 
more as an exotic oddity than as a desirable home. 
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